M yths illustrate timeless human truths, yet their various iterations reflect the needs and fears of the specific age in which they occur. Recently, young female archers invoking the myth of the Amazon have come into vogue on large and small screens alike. 1 In contemporary incarnations, there are now so many female archers in media that screenwriters are able to parody this phenomenon with the imaginary blockbuster quadrilogy The Amazon Games, featured in Lake Bell's comedy In a World (2013). 2 As protagonists, three recent young female archers serve to exemplify the trend: Princess Merida of Brave (2012), Lady Arya Stark of Game of Thrones (2011-) , and Katniss Everdeen of The Hunger Games (2012). They embody a new twist on the ancient Greek Amazonian archetype, providing insight into what the Amazon myth means today. A quick review of the salient characteristics of the Amazon myth in antiquity will set up a discussion of how that prototype is both perpetuated and altered in these contemporary depictions of onscreen Amazons. These three figures indicate a perceptible shift both in how the Amazonian archetype is depicted by filmmakers and studios and in how it is intended to be received by the audience. This shift may represent a new variation on the action hero, reflecting changes in contemporary society at large.
The Amazon in Classical Antiquity
While their historical existence is uncertain, from the seventh century BC through the Roman period Amazons figure abundantly in the world of art and myth throughout classical antiquity. 3 They appear in Greek sculpture, vase painting, and large-scale painting such as Mikon's famous murals in Athens, as described by Pausanias (1.17.2-4). 4 While the written and visual sources reveal developments in the Amazonian topos over time, key characteristics persist. 5 According to Herodotus' Histories (4.110-16), Amazons are warrior women who live apart from men on the edges of the known world, either around the Black Sea near Scythia or near Ethiopia. 6 In the Iliad, Homer describes the Amazons as "man-like" (antianerai, 3.189), implying that they have both the appearance and martial strength of men. 7 These androgynous women have adopted the heroic male warrior ethos: they are skilled in the arts of war like their divine patron Ares and are admired as worthy adversaries for male heroes. 8 This sentiment is echoed by Pindar when he describes Bellerophon's defeat of the Amazons: "He assailed from the lonely bosom of the chill air that army of womankind, the archer host of Amazons" (Olympian 13.87-90). 9 Later, that depiction in visual and written sources shifts yet again, from a massive female army to individual female warriors, such as Hippolyte, who are tamed by great heroes. 10 The Amazons' otherness is increasingly emphasized through their costume. In early visual sources, Amazons wear the armor of Greek male warriors. 11 By the time of the Persian Wars, however, Amazons are depicted as hordes of alien invaders in Scythian and other foreign garb, presenting a fundamental threat to Greece's very survival. 12 Rather than representing a feminine role model, Amazons embody everything a typical and proper Athenian woman should not be. In addition to their martial exploits, Amazons hunt with a bow in emulation of their other divine patron: Artemis, huntress and goddess of the wild, also known as potnia therôn ("mistress of wild beasts"; Diodorus Siculus, 2.46). They are not confined to the home (oikos) or bound by the norms constraining ordinary Greek women. They have sex without marriage and value their female offspring much more highly than their male children. 13 Because they present a challenge both to the society at large and to the male hero, Amazons are both dangerous and desirable, and so they must be tamed, or killed. Accordingly, their defeat in battle and subsequent sexual taming is attributed to numerous heroes, including Herakles, Theseus, Achilles, and Bellerophon.
Although perhaps not linguistically accurate, the ancient popular etymology of the word "Amazon" as a-mazon, "without breast, " also indicates how these women defied norms. 14 The breast is a focal point for defining identity for the typical female and her role in Greek society, and for the Amazon as her antithesis. Literary sources including Strabo (11.5.1-4) claimed that Amazons had their right breasts seared off at a young age so as to improve their mobility with weapons including the bow. 15 Although the archaeological record does not show such mutilation in the visual depictions of Amazons,
